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In America, socializing with friends is now a functional alternative to 
watching television. This study draws from research on intrapersonal 
communication and media effects to ask “What functions and 
characteristics of parasociability predict parasocial compensation for 
real-life interaction?” We combined data from two surveys, arguing that 
parasocial thinking, when functioning for purposes of internal rehearsal 
and self-understanding, is characterized by rehearsal, variety and self-
dominance -- all of which predict parasociability as compensation for 
human interaction. Retroactive parasocial thinking negatively predicted 
compensation. 
ABSTRACT 
Functions & Characteristics of PSRs 
•Imagined Interaction (II) is a process by which we write “scripts” for 
our behavior in anticipation of future encounters or as a means of 
learning from previous encounters (Honeycutt, 2003; 2010).  
•Rosenblatt & Meyer (1986) argued that IIs serve as a substitution for 
real-life interaction, particularly when one partner feels that his or her 
message might hurt the other partner.  
•In studying IIs and bereavement, Ford (2010) argued that 
compensatory IIs function as a means of helping us through the 
grieving process.  
•IIs have also been demonstrated to serve a compensatory function 
among geographically separated couples (Allen, 1994). 
•Caughey (1984, 1986) referred to “pseudo communications:” 
imagined, often detailed interactions involving celebrities.  
•“Substitute lovers” whom we “meet” through television programming 
may be better than real-life lovers. They tend to be better looking, more 
successful, more humorous, and have more money than anyone with 
whom we might realistically form relationships in real-life. Plus, our 
“substitute lovers” do not argue with us or leave us when we enter into 
a “real” romance; “the whole course of the relationship is under your 
control … [it] runs and re-runs” (p. 235). 
•Levy (1979) provided a rare parasocial study whose data suggested 
compensation as a function of parasociability.  
•Viewers have opportunities to play roles in parasocial relationships 
that they do not get to play in real-life (Horton & Wohl, 1956).  
•Most of the parasocial literature points away from the idea that 
parasocial relationships compensate for lack of interaction among the 
lonely (e.g. Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985).  
•Yet, Perse & Rubin (1990) suggested, when the chronically lonely 
cannot or do not ward off loneliness through interpersonal interaction, 
they often turn to TV.  
Findings 
• Measures derived from Honeycutt’s (2003, 2010) II measures and 
contextualized for TV characters. 
• Two separate surveys (to avoid survey fatigue and respondent 
attrition): one measured functions of PSRs; the other measured 
characteristics.  
• Surveys combined based on respondent ID numbers. 
• Sample: 137 students enrolled in mass communication courses at 
a large southeastern university. On average the respondents were 
20% male and 80% female, were 20 years old (SD = 1.28), had 
15 years of formal education (SD = 1.26), and 88% reported 
earning less than $20,000 per year, with 10% reporting an income 
between $20,000 and $100,000 per year. 
 
 
Methods and Sample 
Discussion 
This particular “constellation” of parasocial function and form may be 
explained by the notion that a compensator has an imaginary world 
beyond those provided by both reality and scripted TV.  However, our 
findings seem to suggest that this world resembles the one created 
by television producers rather than our own.  The negative 
relationship with retroactivity and the positive predictor of variety 
suggests that today’s complex productions may influence 
compensation.  However, the relationship of rehearsal to 
compensation certainly suggests that we carry over this behavior to 
our real lives.   
CONCLUSION 
• Under certain circumstances, parasocial relationships with 
mediated personae compensate for a lack of real-life interaction. 
These conditions fall into two categories: types of parasocial 
functioning and characteristics of that parasocial functioning. 
• People whose PSRs function as a means of rehearsal and self-
understanding have a greater propensity to use PSRs  as 
compensation for real-life interaction. 
• Retroactivity (as a negative predictor), variety of people, places, 
and scenarios within parasocial thinking as well as self-
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